24       THE WELL OF SAINT CLARE
as the old vine stocks the peasants of Chianti burn for firewood in the winter nights. On they came, with shaking heads and palsied thighs, tottering and trembling.
Arrived at the spot where Fra Mino stood rooted to the ground with affright, they were no better than a crowd of horrid witches, bald and bearded5 nose and chin touching, and bosoms hanging loose and flabby. They came crowding round him:
"Ah, ha! the pretty darling! " cried one. cc He is as white as a sheet, and his heart beats like a hare the dogs are snapping at. JEgle^ sister mine, say, what must be done with him ?"
" Nesera mine !" JEgle replied, " why ! we must open his breast, tear out his heart and put a sponge in its place instead."
"Not so! " said Melibcea. "That were making him pay too dear for his curiosity and the pleasure he has had in surprising our frolic. Enough for this time to inflict a light chastisement. Say, shall we give him a good whipping ?"
Straightway surrounding the Monk, the sisters dragged his gown above his head and belaboured him with the handfuls of thorns they still held.
The blood was beginning to come, when Neaera signed to them to stop :
" Enough !"  she  cried ! " he  is  my gallant, I